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m unity Gardens: Lessens Learned From
ormia Healthy Cities and Communities

| Joan Twiss, MA, Joy Dickinson, BS, CHES, Shirley Duma, MA, Tanya Klelnman, BA, Heather Paulsen, MS, and

Liz Rilveria. MPA

Community gardens enhance nutrition and physscai activity
and promote the role of public health in improving quaiity of life.
Opportunities {o organize around other issues and build social
capital also emerge through community gardens.

California Healthy Cities and Communities (CHCC) promotes
an inclusionary and systems approach to improving community
health, CHCC has funded community-based nutrition and physk
cal activity programs in several cities. Successful community gar-
dens were developed by many cities incorporating local leader
ship and resources, voiunteers and community partners, and
skilis-building opportunities for participants.

Through community garden initiatives, cities have enacted poli-
cies for interim land and complimentary water use, improved ac-
cess to produce, elevated public consciousness about public
nealth, created culturally appropriate educational and training
materials, and strengthened community butlding skiils.

THE COMMUNITY GARDEN IS
exceptional in its ability to ad-
dress an array of public health
and livability issues across the
lifespan ' Community gardens

began at the turn of the 20th cen-
tury and had a renaissance during

the world wars in response to
food shortages ® Today, commu-
nity gardens appeal to newly ar-
rived immigrants, who use them
to help maintain cuthural tradi-
tions, and to those comumitted to
sustainability and to personal and
family health Populations with
health disparities, who do not al-
ways have access to nutriious-
{ood outlets (e g, grocery stores,
farmers’ markets) owing to lim-
ited financial and community re-
sources and inconvenient trans-

portation systems, can usually ac-
cess these gardens, since they
often are located within neighbor-
hoods and on public property

Community gardens build and
nurture community capacity,
which Mayer defines as “the sum
total of commitment, resources,
and skills that a community can
mobilize and deploy to address
community problems and
strengthen cornmunity assets
Strong community capacity in-
creases the effectiveness and
quality of community health in-
terventions.

Public health professionals
often lament the fact that much
of their work is out of the public
eye. Community gardens are a
tangible way to demonstrate pub-
lic health efforts through orga-
mized community-centered activi-
ties that link many disciplines
Professionals outside of main-
stream public health often be-
come new allies as a result of
their involvement Comrmunity
gardening fosters neighborhood
ownership and civic pride, which
in turn build a constituent base
for a broader policy agenda.

Since 1988, California Heaithy
Cities and Cornmunities {(CHCC)
has supported over 65 communi-
ties with developing, implement-
ing, and evaluating programs,
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policies, and plans that address
the environmental, social, and
economic determinants of health.
Consistent with the Healthy Cities
and Communities Model, CHCC
program participation requires the
convening and ongoing support of
a broad-based collaborative, in-
cinding the public, nonprofit, busi-
ness, and resident sectors; devel-
opment of a work plan with
community-driven priorities and
strategies; and the commitment of
the rounicipality, demonstrated by
a coundil resclution and the dedi-
cation of staff time and other re-
sources *¥ Several cities have es-
tablished community gardens,
ofien bu:ﬁding on pest healthy
community initiatives
In general, participating Cali-

forria Healthy Cities (Table 1)
that established community gar-
dens responded to & request for
proposals to improve community
nutrition and physical activity, or
to enhance food security. Each
city's approach is unique to its
dreumstances. Funding is pro-
vided through grants from CHCC
{a program of the Center for
Civic Partnerships/Public Health
Institute) (Table 2). Significant
technical assistance is also pro-
vided to local coordinators and
collaboratives by CHCC staff and
its partners
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TABLE 1-—-Demographics of Cities That Recelved Grants From
California Healthy Cities and Communities for Community Garden

Programs

City {Counly)

Poputation®

Race/Ethnicity.” %

Median
Household income,” $

Berkeley
{Alameda)

Escondido
{San Diegn}

ioma tinde
{San Bemardino)

Deeanside
{San Diego)

San Bamarding
(San Bemardine}

west Hollpwood
{Los Angeles)

Cafifornta

102743

133558

White, 55.2

Asian/Pacific Isiander, 164
Kiican American, 13.3
Hispanic/Latins, 8.7
Native American, 0.3
Other, 0.6

White, 51.9
Hisparic/Latin, 38.7
hsian/Pacific Isiander, 4 6
Afiican American, 2.0
Native American, 0 6
Other, 0.1

White, 47 1

Asian/Pacific Isiander, 24.5
Hispanic/Latino. 16.3
Alrican Amarican, 7.0
Native Amesican, 0.3
Dther. 02

White, 536
Hispanic/Lating, 30.2
Asian/Pacific lslander, 6.6
African American.5 9
Native Amesican, 0.4
Other, 0.1
Hispanic/Latino, 47 5
White, 28.9

Arican American, 16 0
Asian/Pacific islander. 4 4
Native American, 0 6
Other, 0.2

White, 1.4
Hispanic/Lating, B.8
Asian/Pacific Islander. 3 8
African American. 2.9
Native Amesican, 0 2
Other, 02

White, 46.7
Hispanic/Lating, 324
Asian/Pacific Islander, 109
African Americar, 87

18681

161028

185408

35716

33871648

Native American, 1.0
Other, 168

44485

42567

38204

45301

31140

38914

47433

*Based on 2000 census data

KEY ELEMENTS FOR
SUCCESS

While each city's approach
was unique, the following key
elements were integral to their
efforts: commitment of local
leadership and staffing, involve-
ment of volunteers and commu-
nity partners, and availability of
skill-building opportunities for
participants

Local Leadership and Staffing
A city’s commitment of staff, &-
nancial, and in-kind resources is
crifical to the suceess of commu-
nity gardens. City councls in each
of 2 cities purchesed land valued
at $70 000 or more for gardens,
one using funds from the Com-
munity Development Block Grant,
the other using money from the
city’s general fund Both provide
staffing on an ongoing basis

Volunteers and Community
Partners

The participation and support
of diverse comunity members
help a community garden to
thrive These members include
residénts, partner institutions
(e g schools, county health de-
partments, universities), and vol-
unteers {e g, businesses, civic as-
sociations). The inclusiveness of
gardens allows individuals and
groups to contribute their lnowl-
edge, skills, and experience The
business conmunity contribuies
tools and lends equipment. Resi-
dents and volurteers often iden-
tify innovative strategies to lever-
age resources, such as the
interim use of property and vol-
unteer stipends as an alternative
to hiring staff

Skili-Building Opportunities
Gardening workshops provide

opporturities for residents, staff,

and volunteers of all ages to de-

velop skills in leadership, commu-
nity organizing, cultural compe-
tency, and program planning, im-
plementation, and evaluation.
Leadership development is en-
hanced through experiential
learning, which includes intergen-
erational and peer-io-peer men-
toring and train-the-trainer mod-
els Volunteers and staff Jead
workshops, organize taste-testing
events, facilitate discussions. advo-
cate for the garden, and develop
culturally appropriate resources
(e.g. training materials, cook-
books, newsletters. Web sites)
These ongoing. interactive learn-
ing opportunities help to sustain
momentur for the garden

RESULTS AND
DISCUSSION

Cormrmumity improvernents re-
sulting from gardening efforts can
range from knowledge and sidll
enhancement o behavioral and
systemns change California
Healthy Cities with community
gardens have experienced a wide
variety of results (Table 2}. For in-
stance, the city of West Holly-
wood complemented its school
gardening program with nutrition
and physical activity education
Self-reported survey results dern-
onstrated that participants (o=
338) increased the number of
physical activity sessions from 4.9
{0 5.2 tirmnes per week (6%} and
incressed consumption of fruits
and vegetables from 344 to 378
servings per day {10%) In the
city of San Bernardino, the num-
ber of students that began gar-
dening at home after participating
in the school gardening program
increased from 62 to75 (20%)

The city of Berkeley passed
the Berkeley Food and Nutrition
Policy, which supports small-scale
sustzinable agriculture (e g, com-
munity gardens, local farms) In




TABLE 2-Characteristics of Community Ga
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rden Programs Funded by California Healthy Citles and Communities {CHCC)

City teag Department  CHCC Support $ Funding Sources® Priority Population Results
Berkeley Public Health 134000 FFA, Network, TCWF Youth, ethnically diverse Established 1 school garden and 1 day care center garden; supported 2
{over 5 years) axisting schoo! gardens; provided supplies to 3000 gardeners, opened
a Farmer's Market in West Berkeley; provided nutrition or physical activity
education {of both) to 1800 residents; passed the Berkeley Foad and
Nutrition Policy.
Escondido Commisnity 75000 Network Ethnically diverse Established 2 gardens with 218 garden plots involving 600 gardenets;
Development {over 3 years) opened 2 greenhouse 1p support year-raund gardening passed the
Block Grant “Adopt-A-Lot” policy 1o encourage the interim use of vacant Jand for
{CDBG} gardens; approved a no-cost water policy for gardens on city property.
Lloma Unda City Manager 38000 DHS Ethnically diverse Established 1 garden with 52 plots Involving over 40 gardeners. increased
{over 2 years) average tonsumplion of fruits snd vegetables among 35% of gardeners
from 3 {p 3.71 sewvings per day
Deeanside Housing and 75000 Natviork Ethnically diverse Established 2 gardens invebing 85 households; started 2 school
Neighborhood {aver 3 years) gardens imvolving 115 student gardeners; added 10 plotsto 8
Semvices garden sewving seniors. Of the 228 residents receiving nutrition
education, 86% Indicated an intent to Improve eating habits
San Bemardino  Public Senvices 25000 FTA Youth. intergenerational, Established 3 schuol gardens involving 127 students; increased the
{over | year) ethnicatly diverse number of students gardening at’lmme by 20%; appraved the Vacant Lot
Beautificatlon Program that afiows public use of private fand and
city-nwned vacant lots 10 establish gardens or pocket parks.
West Hollpwood  Human Senvices 75000 Netwirk Youth. intergenerational, Established 5 school gardens involving 460 students; designated 2 plots
(over 3 years) athnically diverse at 2 community gardens for schoof use; started container gardening

programs at 3 schools; increased weekly physical activity sessions from 4.9
10 5.2 times per week and increased consumption of fruits and vegetables

fram 3 44 to 3.78 senvings per day among 338 swdents participating in
gardening ang educational workshops

addition, the city of Escondido
approved the "Adopt-A-Lot” pol-
icy, which allows for the interiro
use of public and private prop-
erty for community benefit This
policy provides a special no-fee
city permit and an expedited land
use approval process that allows
normal zoning regulations and re-
quirements {e g, those concern-
ing parking) to be waived The
policy contributes to city beautifi-
cation, decresses code violations,
and increases space for commu-
nity gardens.

While each ity experienced a
variety of results, there were sev-
eral common lessons learned about
the iraportance of the following:

*FFA = Food For All; Network - Califaria Nutrition Network for Healthy Active Fami
Health Sevices Block Grant, Califomia Department of Health Senvices

+ ohgoing training, mentoring,
and leadership development for
gardeners and staff;

« building on successhul
community-based programs
through partnerships;

» public awareness of the ben-
efits of comrmunity gardens; and

- experiential work {eg, classes
in gardening, exercise, or cook-
ing), which often led to municipal
codes and administrative policies.

LOOKING AHEAD

Educating Stakehelders
Informing decisionmakers

about the benefits of community

gardens can be ime-intensive

Changes in leadership can slow
momentum. Communicating the
benefits beyond the traditional
leadership fo the community at
large can mitigate those chal-
lenpes, help build a broad-based
constituency, and provide long-
term, consistent support of com-
mupity gardening as a norm

Publications, electronic networks.

and convenings can support
learning across cormmunities

Integrating Community
Gardens into Development
While the benefits of commu-
nity gardens are many, land and
housing shortages may compete
for gardening space. Because

ties, California Department of Health Senvices; TOWF = The Califomia Wellness Foundation, DHS = Preventative Health and

comuminity gardens are flexible
in their design (e g., containers
on patios and rooftops as options
to ground planting). they can be
incorporated harmoniously into
new structures or into existing fa-
cilities (e g., school campuses,
parks, community centers)

Supporting Research

The dearth of data on the pos-
itive impacts of community gar-
dens hinders the ability to make
a convincing argurnent when re-
sources (e g., funding, land,
water) are at stake Anecdotal
evidence abounds, but important
outcomes such as the physical
benefits of gardening and com-
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munity connectedness are difb-
cult to measure User-friendly,
multilingual, end adaptable eval-
uation tools are urgently needed
given the diversity of partici-
pants and disciplines The devel-
opment of strategies to measure
the benefits of community gar-
dens would sustain and promote
this activity within an active liv-
ing agenda.

tnvesting for the Long Term
Given the opportunities and
challenges inherent in this
work, long-term investments—
policymaking, funding, staffing,
and acquiring in-kind resources—
are needed to support planning,
implementation, and evaluation
Community visioning and strate-
gic planning processes are addi-
tiopal opportunities to integrate
this worle
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